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Et te, Bacche, vocant per carmina laeta, tibique
Oscilla ex alta suspendant mollia pinu
Verg. G. II, 389
I n this passage the Latin term oscillum refers to a particular class of objects: a small face or mask hung on trees during certain religious feasts cel-
ebrated by the Ausones in honour of Bacchus (Fig. 
1). The Roman oscilla most probably derives from 
the Aἰῶραι, small images related to Dionysus hung 
on trees during the Aἰῶρα, an Athenian public feast. 
They were believed to purify the air as they swung 
in the wind.2
Both the Greek and the Latin words refer to objects 
used during particular sacred feasts, in the first case 
public and in the second case private, inside villae.
However, the term oscillum has also been applied 
to certain shapes (circular and semicircular) of loom 
weights (Fig. 2). Italian archaeologists in particu-
lar have traditionally used the term oscillum to refer 
to these weights, reserving the term ‘peso da telaio’ 
(loom weight) for the traditional shapes (truncated 
pyramid and truncated cone). Most of the archaeo-
logical literature identifies circular and semicircular 
loom weights as such, although there have been con-
trasting interpretations of their function ever since the 
late 19th century. What caused the term oscilla to be 
transferred from sacred objects to loom weights must 
surely have been the latter’s unconventional shape 
and their decorations and inscriptions. But when and 
why did this take place?
Before 1906 they were studied for their inscrip-
tions and they were generically described as “clay 
disks”, probably used as labels. Percy Gardner was 
the first archaeologist to deal specifically with these 
disks, analysing samples with the inscription hημιω.3 
32.  The oscillum  Misunderstanding       493
4. Gardner 1883, 157.
5. Rizzo 1897, 284-285.
6. von Christ 1900.
7. Orsi 1906, 753-758, tav. LVI.
8. McDaniel 1924, 44, footnote 7.
9. Wuilleumier 1932, 48-49.
10. Wuilleumier 1939, 223.
11. Pace 1945, 460-462.
12. Orlandini 1953.
He argued the disks “were used to weigh out a half 
obol’s worth of some commodity”.4 A few years later, 
Giulio Emanuele Rizzo proposed that two disks from 
Agrigento with both faces decorated with a gorgon-
eion could have been terracotta emblemata with sev-
eral functions: toys for children, ἀποτρóπαια hung in-
side houses or loom weights.5 At the beginning of the 
20th century, Wilhelm von Christ saw them as ex-voto 
objects to be hung on a wall or a panel using their 
two holes.6
In 1906, Paolo Orsi understood they could be loom 
weights, but also gifts for children or ἀποτρόπαια in 
houses.7 However, he perceived their main use as be-
ing hung on trees in order to provide symbolic protec-
tion and to prevent birds from entering the fields and 
eating the crops. Studying their decorations, he saw 
that some of them may indeed have been related to 
Dionysus but even if they were not expressly Greek 
αἰῶραι or Latin oscilla, their purpose was similar.
This hypothesis would not be revisited until 1945. 
In the 1920s, Walton Brooks McDaniel suggested that 
the disks “were attached by custom-house officers 
who had exacted that amount of duty or some other 
fee”,8 as had been partially hypothesised by Gardner 
in 1883. In the 1930s, Pierre Wuilleumier suggested 
that the disks could be an indicator of either the value 
of the goods in the bag they sealed9 or a tax.10
In 1945, Biagio Pace argued they were clearly an 
attestation of the cult of trees “Più sicuro documento 
del culto degli alberi…”.11 He did not use the term 
oscillum but “mascheretta fittile” (small clay mask). 
However he clearly connected them to oscilla because 
he wrote that peasants hung these objects on trees in 
honour of Dionysus.
In 1953, Piero Orlandini understood the main 
value of these objects to be ritual and symbolic.12 
His analysis was very detailed, describing all their 
Fig. 1. Drawing of the oscillum use (after Daremberg, Sa-
glio 1877-1919).
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13. Orlandini 1953, 444.
14. Orlandini 1953, 443.
15. Lagona 1954.
16. Santoro 1970, 149.
17. Mingazzini 1974.
18. FerrandiniTroisi 1986.
19. Some examples are: Dotta 1989; Caminneci 1996; Manganaro 2000, 124-125; Rossoni, Vecchio 2000, 887-891, tav. CLXV.2; Ni-
cotra 2007, 241-248; Spatafora, De Simone 2007, 38-40; Anelli 2008, 224; Bonanno 2008; Foxhall 2011; 2012.
sacred functions. First of all, noting many of these 
items were from the foundations of Greek buildings, 
he proposed that they served a consecratory func-
tion. At the same time however, they wouldn’t have 
been used in such a way if they hadn’t already ac-
quired a sacred meaning, that is, if they hadn’t been 
hung by their holes. Thus, Orlandini wrote that they 
had been specifically created to be hung and they are 
therefore oscilla.13
After these considerations he also wrote: “Una 
prova di ciò l’abbiamo nello stretto legame che inter-
corre fra i «pesi» e gli oscilla fittili nel IV e III secolo 
av. Cr.”. In this sentence, “pesi” (weights) clearly re-
fers to the truncated pyramids, while the oscilla are 
the circular forms.14 However, he also wrote that the 
truncated pyramids were not actually loom weights 
either, but were hung on trees even before the appear-
ance of the circular type in the 4th century BC.
The following year, Sebastiana Lagona also in-
sisted that the so-called oscilla served a primarily vo-
tive purpose.15
In 1970, Ciro Santoro once more considered the 
hypothesis that they could represent payment of taxes, 
analysing the inscriptions on a few examples.16
While not doubting the primary use of these ob-
jects as loom weights, in 1974 Paolo Mingazzini pro-
posed a series of secondary uses based on stamps and 
inscriptions.17 His view was shared by Franca Ferran-
dini Triosi (1986).18
Most of the archaeological literature by now con-
siders the so-called oscilla to be circular or hemi-
spherical loom weights,19 in some cases proposing a 
Fig. 2. Marble oscillum from Pompei (after Dwier 1981) and loom weights (sometimes defined oscilla) from Herakleia 
(author).
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20. Ad esempio L’Erario 2012.
21. Marinazzo 2004, 72-73; 2009, 138-139.
22. Bacchetta 2006, 32.
23. Besques 1986, 91-92.
24. Besques 1986, 92-93.
25. Giacobello 2004, 383-384, 411-412.
26. Rubinich 2006, 232-236.
27. Meo 2015, cap. IV.1.
28. Meo 2015, cap. IV.3-IV.5.
29. Meo 2015, cap. IV.2.
30. Mårtensson et al. 2007; Mårtensson et al. 2009; Andersson Strand 2010; Meo 2012; Meo 2014a; Meo 2014b; Meo 2015.
series of secondary purposes for the decorated and in-
scribed specimens.20
The distinction between truncated pyramid and 
circular weights is still made in many museum cata-
logues at two different levels: one is functional, de-
pending on the shape, while the other is based on the 
presence of decoration or a particular inscription.
As an example of the first case, Angela Marinazzo 
writes in the catalogue of the museum of Brindisi that 
“gli oscilla venivano appesi sulle architravi delle porte 
di abitazione” (the oscilla were hung on the lintels of 
the doors of houses),21 and Alberto Bacchetta sub-
sumes circular loom weights with Roman oscilla.22
Other catalogues reflect the second type of dis-
tinction. Simon Besques separates loom weights (pe-
sons) from disks (disques) in the 1986 catalogue of 
the Louvre museum. In this case the pesons include 
both truncated pyramid and circular loom weights 
with engraved and stamped letters,23 while disques 
are discoid weights with at least one fully decorated 
face and moulded inscriptions.24 In the catalogue of 
the Lagioia Collection in Milan, Federica Giacobello 
describes one hemispherical and three discoid circu-
lar loom weights as oscilla.25 The catalogue of the De 
Brandis Collection in Udine, compiled by Marina Ru-
binich in 2006 makes a further distinction: circular 
weights with inscriptions or stamps are pesi (weights) 
while those with decoration are oscilla (Fig. 3).26
However, in my view the misunderstanding arises 
from the approach to studying these objects. Most of 
the published material is from museum catalogues, 
which never offer a precise picture because the mate-
rial they are based on is part of a selection. The con-
sequence is that only decorated or inscribed exam-
ples usually feature in publications, making it seem 
as if that all loom weights are decorated or inscribed. 
However, if we systematically study specific contexts 
we can see that this is not the case: in the western 
part of the Collina del Castello district of Herakleia, a 
Greek town in Southern Italy, about 60% of the spec-
imens (1661 out of 2794) have no decoration or in-
scription,27 and similar situations are seen in the ru-
ral settlements near this and other Greek towns in the 
same area (Fig. 4).28
Italian archaeologists have traditionally focused on 
decorations and inscriptions, neglecting their func-
tional aspect, and the weights described in the litera-
ture are often selected for their decoration or inscrip-
tions. Most of the publications concerning the Vallo 
of Herakleia, a sacred context in the Greek town, re-
fer only to decorated loom weights, even though more 
than 67% of the discoid loom weights (51 out of 76) 
have no decoration or inscription, despite this being 
a sacred context.29
The systematic study of archaeological materials 
from various sites along the northern shore of the Gulf 
of Taranto suggests the presence of a substantial tex-
tile industry in the 3rd and 2nd centuries BCE that used 
circular weights with two holes. Their shape, which 
has caused so many problems in their interpretation, 
actually enabled the creation of a denser fabric than 
the traditional truncated pyramid weights.30
A secondary function for those specimens with 
decoration or inscriptions cannot be ruled out, but I 
argue that their main use was as weights. Further-
more, the Latin word oscillum used in this case is 
inappropriate, since these objects are usually from 
Greek towns. Even if they were hung on trees or 
used during religious feasts, the correct term is aio-
rai rather than oscilla.
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Fig. 3. Example of misunderstanding about weights and oscilla (after Rubinich 2006).
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Therefore, I argue that the term oscillum should 
no longer be used to refer to circular and semicircu-
lar loom weights, since on the one hand it involves 
applying a Latin term to Greek material and above all 
because the main function of these discs does not cor-
respond to what the word originally indicated.
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